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Abstract

This essay is an attempt to describe a hypnosis induced by media through the accumulation of images in everyday life
starting the day I was born. Raised by television and the internet, I go through a chronological timeline of my life
selecting banal memories to showcase how violence to animals became neutralized/rendered invisible. The work is
primarily concerned with mental health while focused on the youth, ecological destruction, and how sensory overload
keeps us from knowing ourselves. The motivation of this paper is to better understand how our environment shapes our
reality by using a psychological, media theory, and cognitive science approach.

To all future generations

They use force
To make you do
What the deciders
Have decided you must do
— Rage Against the Machine, 1993

Please don’t stop the music
Please don’t stop the music
Please don’t stop the music
Please don’t stop the music
— Rihanna, 2007
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Preface
In 2019, some novel first-time events occurred. Starting with, and in no particular order: scientists released an
image of a black hole some fifty-five million light-years away; a kidney was delivered to a hospital via a drone; an
endangered pig species was recorded using a tool while trying to escape a zoo enclosure in Paris; virtual-reality headsets
were fitted for cows in Russia to promote relaxation and increase milk production; 1 and ‘Rabbit,’ a sculpture by Jeff
Koons, sold for $91.1 million at auction, setting a new world record for the most expensive artwork sold by a living
artist. 2 While curated, this sampling of headlines offers a glimpse into a culture tilted towards extreme and plunging into
insanity. To be human today in the wake of technological innovations, we must recognize that the planet as we once
knew it—is long gone. It sits beneath the quiet rubbles of a distant memory aching to be remembered and missed, but
the noise level is currently set to maximum and reality keeps c-c-c-clipping.
At the same time, I was accepted into graduate school at Rhode Island School of Design to pursue a Master of
Fine Arts in Photography. A discipline I have found my placement in as problematic, but also opportunistic for new
understandings. My letter of intent earnestly declared that I wanted to advance the discourse of our media-saturated
environment and its seeding effects on society, as well as to think more critically about animals outside of our humancentric perspective. These two statements, although seemingly disparate, I view as interconnected and hold with urgency.
In the process of this paper, I rake through the messy and complicated effects of media on my wellbeing over the
course of my development, and then expand the frame unabashedly to account for the critical impact it has on our
relationship to animal consumption. This is an attempt to make sense as our mental synapses are being overloaded and
bursting into flames. 3 To begin my path of understanding, I needed to hit pause and press rewind, in order to move
forward. And through this playback, I am confronted with spillovers, meltdowns, facades, and distortions—although,
this makes all the more sense to me than what I see presented in front of me.
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Introduction
While attention is specifically directed to the impact of high-level exposure to mass-media on American
viewers, the overall concerns and speculations of this research extend worldwide. I am interested in how our visual
culture shapes the way we see, think, and feel, particularly under the influence of mass-media. This interest originates
from an alarming experience and a troubling realization that the images we carry in our heads, can reveal themselves
externally in society and in the formation of our identity. The images that I am referring to here are those commonly
seen by a growing number of Americans through daily activities—surfing the web, watching television, buying groceries,
pumping gas, driving, walking outside, or checking the mailbox to see yet again the same printed ads. These everyday
images that are typically seen as unimportant or too ordinary for serious consideration, are precisely the types of images
I examine for how they inform our perception of reality. Artist Hito Steyerl defines these images as the ‘poor image,’
which lack in resolution, meaning, and value. 4 However, in spite of its treatment, the poor image is incredibly rich in
dissemination and producing copies, leaving its mark on the subconscious of many. As these mental marks accrue, they
begin to surface and spread into the material world—much like URL (web address) moving into IRL (in real life). To
showcase what I mean by this, I begin with a detailed view of my own high-level media exposure and its deleterious
effect with a chronological timeline, spanning childhood through young adulthood. This personal case study attempts to
show how our mediated world can disorient and confuse the senses into an artificial way of “knowing” that deviates
from truth. This artificial knowing, which I interpret similarly to dissociation, is brought on by excessive internal and
external stimuli that can lead to desensitization or inattention later in life. Here it is possible to see how relishing in its
time warping seduction, induced a sense shifting spell that I was unaware of being under. I point to my own anecdotes
of seemingly banal memories to indicate how a gradual accumulation of images allows for atrocities to occur. This
disconnect created by the conditions of our environment is a symptom I investigate while reflecting on today’s youth
who are irrevocably tethered to the internet. Moreover, what concerns me the most is how the natural world may be
implicated in this break of synapse and how it may be factoring into the already unthinkable scale of animal exploitation.
To understand why anything is the way that it is, I turn to what is popular and use a psychological, neuroscience
approach to seek lost connections and find what is feeding ideology and swaying us, the masses. The metaphorical
expressions of ‘you are what you eat’ or ‘you are who you surround yourself with,’ also applies to media, though perhaps
in less obvious and insidious ways.
Allow the gradual accumulation of chapter one to flood in, as the drainage will begin shortly. All of the work
created is informed by the drainage, or the rupture. The four areas of introspection and retrospection are as follows,
respectively: birth, school, work, and party.
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1
Note: Precondition—Accumulation

Disneyland is presented as imaginary in order to make us believe that the rest is real.
— Baudrillard 5

Birth
On a warm afternoon in Southern California in 1989, I was born. 6 That same year the World Wide Web was
invented. My dad, ecstatic for his first baby, said I had an angry look on my face as if I did not want to be here. What the
fuck is this place? I could only imagine thinking. What are these things? What are these colors? What is this light? What
are these walls? To celebrate my birth, my parents ordered Pizza Hut. A fast-food establishment from a list of other
establishments that were once unfamiliar but are now forever branded within my skull. The hospital I was born in was
soon demolished and replaced by a Lowe’s Home Improvement store. At around three months old, I wore a red dress
while studio strobes flashed into my eyes and a strange apparatus pointed at my face. I was having professional
Christmas photos taken inside of a Méxican grocery store that also takes passport photos. The following year, my
parents purchased a VHS camcorder from a now-bankrupt electronic store named Circuit City and recorded my two
younger siblings and me daily for nearly six years. One day while my mom was filming us, we thought it would be funny
to push her into the front yard kiddie pool. Little did we know that water would cause the device to break down and our
archived memories to end. At around age four, a new system entered the household, the Nintendo Entertainment
System.
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Before learning how to read, I learned how to play video games. One of the first games I remember playing
was ‘Duck Hunt,’ a video game simple enough for a child to play. Using a plastic toy revolver-style handgun called the
NES Zapper, I would aim and fire at the flying ducks (not the dog) that appeared on screen. 7 This specific blip of a
memory was one I reconnected to while visiting a mall arcade in Massachusetts and seeing a child pointing a toy gun at a
TV screen. The video work titled Onlookers uses a contemporary version of an animal shooter game called ‘Big Buck
Hunter HD’ where the player is instructed to shoot animals that run across the screen. 8 When comparing the two
games, the difference in graphics struck me on how real one felt (an utopian nature) while holding a realistic rifle
attached to the game. Initially, I was led by an act of refusal to participate in a “game” that is inherently violent towards
animals and having this urge to create an alternative narrative free of death. Onlookers (figure 1) is a piece created by
recording the screen of ‘Big Buck Hunter HD.’ Post-editing of the recording focuses on the frantic behavior of the
animals being hunted.

figure 1: Steffanie A. Padilla, Onlookers, 2019, 3 minutes 30 seconds, digital video, color, sound. Installation View

The original voice actor who says,!"The great outdoors never looked so good!” and "All of nature’s beauty in high def!”
is removed and replaced with looping sounds of chirping birds sourced from the internet. The edited sound is meant to
contrast the high-stress and rapidly sequence scenes, with that of serenity. But because the chirping ceases to stop, the
birds seem to also be part of the panic-stricken scenes. The work in its first iteration is three minutes and thirty-seconds
long and is projected on a wall measuring 15 feet by 10 feet. The size of the projection is meant to invoke a sense of real
space and implicate viewers in the looking. For future edits, I plan to include more animal shooter games, extend the
time duration, use my own audio recordings of birds, and program a motion detector to trigger the animal stampede.
Though I am critical of games and its moving images, video games will always hold a special place in my heart and will
continue to find ways to intervene.
School
I am very fortunate to have had the opportunity to attend school for most of my life. School became a place
where I was taught facts about life, real world events, how to sprout a lima bean, and finding ways to skip class and cheat
on tests. The latter was learned as a survival skill and because all my other friends were doing it too. While teachers had
good intentions in having us memorize the quadratic formula sung in a catchy tune (it worked) or learning about
Shakespeare (did not work), I became more interested in having a dancing purple dinosaur say, ‘I Love You’ or a
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Brazilian Barbie-like TV host named Xuxa teach me things than anyone else. This mainstream diversion advanced the
illusion of a dreamworld. And I had to catch them all—I know it’s my destiny.
Elementary school was a time where the gentle lies of mythical characters like the Tooth Fairy, Santa Claus, the
Easter Bunny, and even a leprechaun, started to mix with my reality. Knowing who these mascots were came as no
surprise since after all, I would see them regularly and they always appeared happy to see me. One day in Kindergarten I
was learning the ABCs and 123s, and the next, I was coloring a rainbow in anticipation of a leprechaun arriving to leave
gold glitter behind, similar to leaving cookies out for Santa. The Tooth Fairy or any other whimsical fairytale princess,
bore no difference on who was who. To me, they all loved teeth and would somehow find their way under my pillow.
These made up cultural icons who I learned to recognize faster than any actual important historical figure, began to lay
the groundwork of inviting fiction into my everyday life. Looking back now I wonder if I would know the difference
between watching Blue’s Clues or Pee-Wee’s Playhouse, or being on some hallucinatory drug. While stimulating the
imagination aids in developing essential components to help children learn lifelong skills, I worry that because the world
is already imbued with fantasy and gimmicks, knowing what is a genuine act of creativity or a multi-level marketing
scheme intended to open our wallets, is something I find harder to tell.
How do the images we carry into a classroom change the way we think education should be like? To this I
wondered, how are young people growing up today? (Let alone with the Covid-19 global pandemic.) Fortunately, I was
given an opportunity to visit a local elementary school and present one of my works to a group of students ages 9 to 11.
The piece titled Inventive Landscape (figure 3) is a digital collage made during lockdown that measures 60” inches by 80”
inches and is printed on polyester fabric. Playing as an ode to the children’s book I SPY, the collage is made entirely from
mass-produced items found on the internet. Most items are from Google image search or e-commerce websites that I
have visited such as, Amazon, Wal-Mart, Target, Claire’s, Buy Buy Baby, Bass Pro, and Justice. Items in the colors green,
blue, and white, were deliberately chosen to create an idyllic landscape as a nod towards two distinct images. One, the
Windows XP wallpaper ‘Bliss’ that I would see every time when turning on the home desktop computer. 9 And two, to
dairy marketing images, which is why I placed a cow at the center of the field. My intent in bringing this collage into the
classroom was to see how much of our visual culture is retained in our long-term memory and what that may mean for a
group of students ages 9 to 11. As I began to ask to say out loud any of the items they recognized, to much of my
surprise, nearly all the items were named. Starting from a specific model of an iPhone, a BMW, a Chanel bag, a grenade,
a pistol, toothpaste, and a green Teletubby—I brought in a world that they were already all too familiar with (figure 2).

figure 2: Steffanie A. Padilla, Inventive Landscape, 2020
printed image scanned, pen marks made by 9 year old student
when asked to circle items they recognized.

figure 3: Steffanie A. Padilla, Inventive Landscape, 2020
60”x80” inches, digital collage printed on polyester fabric
self with students at elementary school
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Moving from the collage, I then proceeded to ask them questions about the internet. “How would you feel if all of
social media disappeared tomorrow?” Again, to much of my surprise, but this time in greater disbelief, all students said
that they would be depressed. One student, age 10, wrote down on paper, “Who am I, I’m depressed.” While I am aware
and sensitive to the fact that children today are under exceptionally high stress and uncertainty about the world they are
growing up in, what this student wrote is something I find deeply distressing and do not take lightly. This would now be
an appropriate time to insert some kind of statistic on how depression rates are skyrocketing because of social media,
but at this point I am not sure if stating numbers will help. Talking to kids about what they are seeing online and how to
cope with stress and anxiety by providing simple breathing exercises might be a good place to start in alleviating signs of
possible mood disorders. This persisting question of what we learn from our environment and how it affects us, strings
together my thoughts on how the superficiality of images gets transferred from surface and onto real thoughts,
emotions, and behavior.
Now I am in middle school and my senses are finely tuned to the frequency of television viewing and a
constant outpouring of messages. Shifting from kids shows to watching music videos before school and “Reality TV”
after school, the fantasy kept prevailing and simply mutated into different forms. J-14 10 is a magazine targeted to teens
that I pestered my parents to get a monthly subscription for that consisted mainly of celebrity culture and other gossiprelated nonsense. Overnight I became obsessed with pop stars and pop music where I listened to the same lyrics over
and over again. Britney Spears singing “You drive me crazy," the Backstreet Boys harmonizing “All you people can’t you
see, can’t you see. How your love’s affecting our reality,” Kylie Minogue with “I just can’t get you out of my head,” and
ATC “La la la la la it goes around the world.” I idolized people with whom I could lock eyes with, but I was, of course,
invisible to them. This began my own form of archive fever. Media images overtook my walls. I started to tape these
magazine images onto my bedroom until all four walls were covered, including the ceiling. Simultaneously, I also started
adding hundreds of glow-in-the-dark stars spread across the room, essentially creating a hideout where I could escape to
both day and night. I like to think that while the plastic stars soaked up energy to radiate light, I was soaking up images
to emulate/emanate the people that lived inside my head. As I consumed images, images were consuming me.
Welcome To My Room! (figure 4) is a 35mm photograph that was taken of me by a best friend with a disposable
camera that I manipulated in Photoshop. I cloaked myself with the surrounding posters, and consequently, caused me to
disappear into the crowd to become one with the spectacle. When making the work, I kept thinking of what it meant to
have images live within our psyche and if there is a way to purge them. How would they appear if they were seen as a
living organism that tried to stay alive by using our mind as a host to its infectious disease or, in other words, to spread
its messages? With this inquiry I began to inspect the posters in my bedroom like a detective using the magnifying tool in
Photoshop and zooming in at 1,200% percent until a pixel grid appeared.

figure 4: Steffanie A. Padilla, Welcome To My Room!, 2020
4”x 6” inches, Y2K millennium, 2000

figure 5: Steffanie A. Padilla, Forever Destiny, 2021
24”x50” inches, archival pigment print,
nail polish, glitter, iridescent powder, resin
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From this highly-pixelated view, I would take a screenshot and see how far I could push the distortion while still keeping
the celebrities identifiable. This investigative effort resulted in the work titled Forever Destiny (figure 5). A triptych of
posters from my teenage bedroom of female identifying pop-star figures that involves an extensive process of moving
between physical and digital space. In the physical process, topically I added elements I resonated with at that period
such as nail polish, glitter and iridescent power. After the application, I would then re-photograph the printed image,
take it back into Photoshop to further distort, and repeat the process until I was satisfied with the result. To finish, I
poured resin onto the print to represent a glass-like computer screen and to accentuate its “aliveness” with a more liquid
state. Similar to video games, pop-stars and mainstream music will always hold a special place in my heart. And likewise,
I now consume with caution if given a choice or by coercive design.
High school. My mind is buzzing and cranked to machine-speed. Thanks to the invention of an iPod and the
Motorola Pink Razor flip phone, headphones became an extension to my ears, a cell phone an oral extension, and life
without technology was unbearable (like the children interviewed earlier). On my sixteenth birthday, I received a small
silver device about the size of the palm of my hand that changed the way I viewed the world forever. It was a Canon
point-and-shoot digital camera. 11 In hindsight, this moment catalyzed my fascination with photography and created this
insatiable hunger to want to photograph everything and everyone. Not long after, I enrolled in a darkroom photography
course that was offered at my high school. Here in the darkroom space, I witnessed for the first time, as if a gesture of
magic, an image appear through chemicals on light-sensitive paper. Astonished by what I was seeing, I thought to myself,
not only am I now a chemist, but also a magician. Riveted by the fact that I could now create my own images using both
digital and film, I knew I wanted to do this for the rest of my life. When entering college, I immediately declared “Fine
Art Photography” as my major and started seeing the world with the eyes of a “photographer.” Turns out these new
interchangeable eyes are expensive and necessary to be in stealth mode. I started searching for a job (any job) to support
my dreams to become what the photo industry calls—a “professional.”

Work
At seventeen, I had my first job. It was at a place congested with hungry humans who walked indoors for 2.6
miles and shopped until they dropped or reached an episode of déjà vu. The location I worked served as a type of pit
stop to refuel and briefly rest before starting again on the racetrack of a surveilled hamster wheel. I worked at a mall
food court where I served gumbo soup and rice jambalaya into single-use styrofoam containers that are said to take over
five-hundred years to decompose. As part of employee training, I was required to sit in a room and watch hours of food
handling videos intended to highlight the importance of avoiding cross-contamination and sterilizing surfaces. “You
know the drill,” said the supervisor to a co-worker as they directed me through a back hall walkway. Terribly out of my
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comfort zone and afraid of being harassed, I was asked on the first day to stand in front of the store and hand out
chicken samples on a silver platter for the entire five-hour shift. Like spearing a fish and feeding a famished community
one toothpick at a time, the oddity of asking every person who walked by if they “would like to try a sample?” became a
mantra I repeated hundreds of times that became normalized and simply part of the job. Directly in front of the
restaurant stood a Forever-21, a once popular fast-fashion store where I would stare blankly in a half-conscious/
unconscious glare into its bright yellow lights and glass pane windows and wondered—is this it? The mannequins stood
still and there I was standing still too, both leaning in contrapposto. After passing what I see now as an endurance
performance test, I worked at the cash register which had a sticker made only visible to workers and not customers that
read “SMILE :).” If standing for hours and talking nonstop to customers was not draining enough, my facial muscles
were strained to become more like the smiling images showcased throughout the mall. Hints of over rehearsed scripts as
a kind of theater rehearsal would reveal itself, yet none of it registered as playing a role because I was simply grateful to
have a job. As I accumulated more hours in the world of customer service, I steadily began to understand the rules of
conduct and questioned why it all felt so strange and out of touch with reality.
After working as a freelance photographer for years, I coincidentally, or perhaps not, started working in a
portrait studio located in another mall just five miles away from the previous one. This time, the employee training was
more hands-on and involved additional steps to ensure quality and safety for “all satisfied customers.” This meant
learning how to conduct a $100 photo CD “deal,” how to use software for pre-made cards, how to use several
retractable backgrounds and props, and how to pose a family of five to a newborn baby—all as quickly as possible and
leaving no room for error. Naively, I thought as a well-trained and experienced photographer, I would have control over
the camera settings when photographing. However, everything was covered in tape except the shutter release button,
meaning I was not the one creating images—this was industrial production. I photographed multiple families using the
same airbrushed background with the same repetitive poses and children with toys they did not own themselves.
Although my job was to use a camera to create sellable memories, everything about it was clearly contrived and
formulaic. I was a machine dressed in an all black uniform in collaboration with other machines.
My third job entailed working in an arts and crafts store with over forty-thousand items that required constant
upkeep and organization. By then, I understood the rules and principles of what it meant to provide good service and
being a well-trained employee. Every sales associate was given a walkie-talkie headset connected to a store-wide call
where anyone could speak at any given time, causing me to have endless voices in my head.
In my fourth job, I found myself using the clone stamp tool in Photoshop on a strawberry. One day, I was
tasked with isolating all of its seeds to make each one brighter, smoother, and perfect. I was working as a photo
retoucher with a team of photographers and food stylists to create ads for big named brands. At this point, lyrics to a
song from the Talking Heads started to play in my head.
And you may find yourself living in a shotgun shack
And you may find yourself in another part of the world
And you may find yourself behind the wheel of a large automobile
And you may find yourself in a beautiful house, with a beautiful wife
And you may ask yourself, Well… how did I get here?
8
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How did I get here? Am I really editing a fucking strawberry for hours while my eyes burn and my back aches? Is this
what it means to be a “professional?” I called it quits before I could move on to another fruit destined to be a smoothie
image. Tragically, it seems as if everything we see today has been distilled and touched by photo editing software that not
even fruit can live up to its own beauty standards. Some of the questions I think about that continue to sustain my
research is, If we are constantly exposed to a reality in which that is not reality, but informed by technology, how is the
mind processing our lived experience? How is our embodied experience adapting to a disembodied world? How does the
mind know which image or thought is independently conceived or created by others? And can it discern the difference
or do they eventually become entangled and overlap?
Many studies point to the cumulative effect of advertisements and commercial imagery on food consumption,
behavior, desire, and well being. These are images that I think do not get enough credit for altering how we make sense
of the world. Oftentimes these images hit us so quickly that we do not register their impact, yet suddenly we may want
to drink a Coke or find ourselves at Starbucks drive-thru. These illustrious, beautiful images that are made for our eyes to
consume, can linger for possibly eternity and will not leave me alone. For months while in graduate school, I was
receiving the same printed advertisement delivered to my mailbox that used a three-dimensional gecko as a mascot to sell
car insurance. Stare Here For 15-Minutes is a work that uses this ad that I appropriated as a response to image mindfulness
and slowing down the stream of information. Using the same Photoshop techniques I learned as a retoucher, I removed
the original text from the ad to subvert its meaning and point to its fragility. Here I was thinking, if everyone had the
opportunity to sit with an advertisement for an extensive period of time without its context, what might then this gecko
holding a blank sign want from us? Without its intended purpose, what does it become? Who is the anthropomorphic
creature that is staring back at us? My attempt was to create the possibility of inviting viewers to project their own
thoughts onto the blank surface and to have a sense of agency over the ad again. I also wanted the work to function like
a Rothko painting, in the sense that it would say more about the person who viewed it rather than the piece itself. Even
though I had encountered this ad multiple times, it felt as if I was actually seeing it for the first time and would wish the
same to others who viewed it. Stare Here For 15-Minutes measures 44” inches by 80” inches and is intended to have a 1:1
body scale ratio with viewers while having direct eye contact with the rendered animal.

figure 6: Steffanie A. Padilla, Stare Here For 15-Minutes, 2021, 44”x80,” archival pigment print
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Advertisements are images that I have grown acutely accustomed to and mostly without choice. Unbeknownst
to me, ads have calibrated/programmed/hijacked/redirected my thoughts to what I think of as an “artificial knowing.
My aim is to make a conscious decision in slowing down the spiral into oblivion by reclaiming its existence and gaining
back control. In my eyes, ads are mental invaders and I want to demystify its power by turning them into material to play
with.

Party
Working consecutively for years while being in school is not always fun—partying helps to kill boredom.
During the week I would spend hours making prints in a photo darkroom while on the weekends I would be dancing
and drinking in a darkened room. They say when one sense is impaired, or given less attention to, others become
heightened to make up for what is lost. Vision at a nightclub is compromised, while auditory senses are thrown into shell
shock. The vibrations coming from the speakers match the vibrations in succession with my phone {buzz-buzz-buzzbuzz.} Crowds of people gather and move as if unable to control their bodies as the American rapper Missy Elliot
repeats “Music make you lose control. Music make you lose control.” I came here to escape, to feel carefree like a child
again, but the music is so loud that I cannot hear my thoughts or heartbeat. To party means to surrender, to let go, to
“let loose,” to achieve temporary bliss. This feel-good state of mind of lower inhibitions is the perfect moment for
irrational messages to intrude and fuse together with rational thoughts. After putting my hands up in the air, I start
singing along to a song by the Black Eyed Peas:
I'mma be, I'mma be, I'mma I'mma I'mma be
I'mma be, I'mma be, I'mma I'mma I'mma be
I'mma be, I'mma be, I'mma I'mma I'mma be
I'mma be be be be I'mma I'mma be
I'mma be be be be I'mma I'mma be
I'mma be be be be I'mma I'mma be […]
When does a ‘be,’ become a ‘bee,’ become a letter b? What does it mean to lip-sync with hundreds of other people,
“I’mma be, I’mma be, I’mma, I’mma, I’mma be?”
One day, I found a dead bee on my living room floor that I brought with me to the Nature Lab to inspect
under a microscope. As I was carefully looking at the bee, this song by the Black Eyed Peas popped into my head. While
finding it humorous at first that such a song would surface, I became angry at the fact that I could not see this bee
without the contamination of mainstream music. I then started to have what seemed like dysfunctional thoughts.
… Was I looking at a “bee” or a “be?” Am I “be?” What is a “bee?” Why am I a “be?” Is this even a
real “bee?” This looks nothing like the Honey Nut Cheerios bee that I remember as a child…

10

Steffanie A. Padilla Graduate Thesis Essay:

Synapse Not Found: Animal As Image—Media Ecology

figure 7: Steffanie A. Padilla, I’mma Be, I’mma Be, I’mma, I’mma, I’mma, Be, 2” x 5”
(right unaltered/left altered), archival pigment print, 2021

After this experience, I held onto this idea of what it meant to have the semiotics of words and cartoon versions of
animals take over the existence of real animals. Can something as benign as popular music be a precursor to the
violence, objectification, and dominance that we inflict on animals? Can lyrics from popular music that is played
repeatedly on the radio be accelerating/perpetrating our apathetic attitude towards nature? Are we too distracted to
notice what is real before accepting what actually does not exist? I leave with more questions than I have answers to. The
study titled I’mma Be, I’mma Be, I’mma, I’mma, I’mma, Be, is a diptych of small images relative to the size of the bee and
seen through the lens of a stereomicroscope. The image on the left is unaltered, while the image on the right is altered.
Ultimately, the work aims to open discussions about perception, simulation, truth, and understanding.
As I have moved swiftly across a chronological timeline spanning from birth, school, work, and party, millions
of ideas have mushroomed. However, for practical reasons, I have only shared a few here. And from this small sample
platter of ideas, they all stem from one place. This being a rupture, or an abrupt break of synapse, which will be discuss
in chapter two.
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2
Note: Rupture

About a decade ago, during the peak of my partying phase, I received another new set of eyes. An unexpected
gift that I am incredibly grateful for, though I continue to find heart-wrenching to accept. At the time, I started to form
a linkage between the idea of image consumption and animal consumption, and how the two inform one another to
create a kind of haze-affect. This connection was first made through casually surfing the internet and landing on the
video platform site YouTube. I clicked on a video, 12 only to confront a warning message from the website that read,
“This video may be inappropriate for some users. I understand and wish to proceed.” I thought, “Well, some users don’t
apply to me” and proceeded to watch. A few seconds into the video and second warning message appeared, but this
time, from the film itself (emphasis intentional):
THE IMAGES YOU ARE ABOUT TO SEE ARE NOT ISOLATED CASES.
THESE ARE THE INDUSTRY STANDARD FOR ANIMALS BRED AS PETS,
FOOD, CLOTHING, FOR ENTERTAINMENT AND RESEARCH, VIEWER
DISCRETION IS ADVISED.
Here I thought, “It can’t be that bad. Besides I’ve seen horror films depicting torture and murder before.” And while this
is true, I did not make the distinction of one being a fabricated nightmare and the other not requiring Hollywood special
effects. Like peering into the darkness of hell, I was confronted with unbelievable scenes of violence enacted on animals
as they attempted to desperately fight to stay alive. Animals were shown running, kicking, convulsing, vocalizing, gasping
for air, trying to escape—until they could not. Like a magic trick, but one that is irreversible, I watched approximately
1,200-pound bodies routinely disappear and reappear as shapes or slabs of ‘meat.’ The legal practice for this mutilation is
referred to as the Humane Slaughter Act, 13 a United States federal law that was passed in 1958 that is intended to
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prevent “needless suffering” to livestock. This act entails several methods depending on which animal is being trustingly
guided through the abattoir and into the machines designed to destroy. The standard practices that are used most
commonly today are, using a pressurized captive bolt gun (aimed to the forehead and above the eyes), being lowered into
a CO2 gas chamber (burning the respiratory tract), or the usage of electrical stunning (inducing an epileptic seizure to
assure sufficient amperage). 14 What follows next is exsanguination, or cutting the throat to be bled usually while being
shackled upside down and dousing the floor red. The animals are then gutted, skinned, and beheaded to be ready and
stamped for approval. Off they go down the assembly line where their dismembered bodies are wrapped in plastic and
packaged like a gift, a true mastery over perception. A couple of minutes into the film, I had unknowingly started a pile
of tissue absorbing my tears while being unable to comprehend what I was watching on my computer. As I sat there
feeling intense guilt and sorrow, I continued to see all 108 minutes, and ultimately, was left in a state of complete shock.
This is a moment where all my beliefs about a transparent and virtuous world came to an abrupt stop. Everything that I
had understood to be normal, suddenly became abnormal. How could we have cartoons and animal toys, when we are
killing them en masse and acting as if this is all okay? What sort of sick, twisted world do we live in? I began questioning
my entire sense of reality and why I was incapable of seeing that I was eating animals. Slowly, I started to realize how
distance and repetition of images can cause this gradual haze/blur that conceals and ill-informs to make the
unacceptable acceptable. This is the power of the image.
The film ended, yet the images remained. Before watching the documentary, I did not know slaughterhouses
were real. I kept thinking, “A house of slaughter, a slaughterhouse… why would such a thing even exist or dare to use
the word humane?” Maybe what I had watched was an exaggeration edited to portray these industries as being criminally
deranged or was created to fuel some kind of perverse propaganda. Unsatisfied with relying on images as truth, I went
out to search for something I had not anticipated, which turned out to be just 60 miles away from home.
“You’ve arrived," said Google Maps, notifying me that I had made it to the city of Vernon in California where
a massive slaughterhouse stood in plain-sight as if having absolutely nothing to hide. 15 Though, the bucolic mural
painted around the entire facility with depictions of happy pigs and blending seamlessly into the environment, can hint
toward another reality. Apprehensive about what to expect, I met with a group of animal rights activists for a public
event called a “Pig Vigil” 16 where collectively we bear witness to pigs in trucks before they are transported into the
slaughterhouse. This peaceful gathering is in compliance with city regulations and the facility to allow activists to
momentarily stop the trucks to offer piglets water, which are said to arrive dehydrated, and say our final goodbyes. An
organizer then said that around eight-hundred piglets, typically 6-month old, are killed here every single day. Their bodies
are then converted into cylindrical-shaped molds to be sold in supermarkets and made into hotdogs for the Los Angeles
Baseball Dodger stadium. Suddenly, it dawned on me that the strange odor that would not dissipate since arrival, was in
fact, the stench of carcasses and chemicals. The fast-food billboard ads placed around the facility became unrecognizable
as food as all I could see were dead animals. But, of course, death is not marketable. Instead, these animals are
transformed into deep-fried-star shaped nuggets with a choice of dipping sauce and a small drink. I then heard someone
in the distance yell “Truck!”
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Industrialized Killing
Timothy Pachirat is a political scientist, professor, and author of Every Twelve-Seconds: Industrialized Slaughter and
the Politics of Sight. 17 In his book, Pachirat describes his experience of being undercover and working full-time for five
and a half months in a processing facility in Omaha, Nebraska. The title of the book refers to the amount of cattle
killed in a typical work day, adding to about twenty-two and twenty-five hundred cattle killed there. 18 And well over ten
thousand cattle per week, or more than half a million cattle slaughtered each year. As most labor intensive and factory
jobs demand, workers must constantly move and, in turn, are constantly seeing movement. This forms what Pachirat
calls a “hypnotic numbness” where “This numbness can help the worker lose track of time, relieving the almost
unbearable psychological discomfort of focusing all his or her attention on the repetitive monotony of the line work.” 19
Repetitive motion leading to a sense of anesthesia can perhaps resemble the television-watching-catch-phrase ‘couch
potato’ and be interpreted as a paralysis invoked by constant moving images.
Not surprisingly, both animals and humans experience psychical and mental stressors while being on the kill
floor. The humane slaughter process involves using a captive bolt gun that is also referred to as a knocking gun, which
requires manually lifting the gun and repetitively shooting animals on the forehead. During a work shift, Pachirat tells
one of his co-workers named Tyler that he shot three animals. Tyler then urges him to stop and says, “Man, that will
mess you up. Knockers have to see a psychologist or psychiatrist or whatever they’re called every three months. Because,
man, that’s killing. That shit will fuck you up for real.” 20
A work by artists Sun Yuan and Peng Yu titled “Can’t Help Myself ” (figure 8) connects strongly to the reality
of a “kill floor.” In their work, the mechanically controlled arm behind clear acrylic walls, I view, as a machine
programmed to kill and housed in a slaughterhouse. The title “Can’t Help Myself,” humanizes the robot giving it a sense
that it knows that the dark red liquid on the floor is blood.

figure 8: Sun Yuan & Peng Yu Can’t Help Myself, 2016. artwork 34812, Image: Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum

What troubles me is not that these ‘harvesting facilities’ are kept purposely hidden from public view or that
laws are created to prevent whistleblowers from documenting these places of horror, but the fact that the disconnect
starts forming through environmental, cultural, religious, and social conditioning the moment we are born.
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3
Note: Synapse Not Found—An Attempt to Make Sense
Remember: surfing the web is like exploring a dream;
it might not mean anything, but the residue lingers and lingers. — unknown

How We Turn Into Images: Mander + Postman
The “Four Arguments For The Elimination of Television” 21 is a book written by Jerry Mander and published
in 1978—eleven years before I was born. The chapter “How We Turn Into Our Images” speaks about how any image
affects humans and how we slowly turn into whatever images we carry in our minds. This is something I have long felt
to be true but did not know how to articulate or whether it was valid or merely a case of paranoia. Because it is a book
that seems to have been ridiculed, suppressed and reduced to fearmongering as most books do that speak of technology
as eroding the conscious mind, I find it important to resurface these ideas and connect them back to what is happening
currently in contemporary culture. To start, Mander talks about images as being either ‘artificial’ or ‘natural’, one as
either created by a machine or by our imagination such as ‘the mind’s eye’. He then states that our mind has not been
equipped to understand ‘artificial’ images as being such and instead merges the two until “we are driven into a nether
world of confusion.” This in turn becomes part of our image vocabulary or image bank that informs how we think, feel,
and behave towards ourselves and others around us. Mander claims we are living in a world of replays where image
emulation is how we learn to adapt and thereby convince others to follow along in this made up world. Essentially, “We
become each other’s mirrors…[and] the process goes on for our whole lives.” Similarly, media theorist Neil Postman
points to this in his book “Amusing Ourselves To Death” (1985) 22 writing about a popular children’s show and the way
it is produced with catchy tunes and rapid-fire images, forms expectations for real life. Postman writes, “As a television
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show, and a good one, ‘Sesame Street’ does not encourage children to love school or anything about school. It
encourages them to love television.” Postman adds by saying that it is accurate to call television a curriculum because it is
constructed information whose purpose is to influence. And what is television? It is a business with network executives
and entertainers. So what does this mean as we try to navigate through a seismic wave of erupting images moving in
high-speed? Does the mind really understand what is authentic and what is synthetic? And how long will it be until we
cannot differentiate our own mental image versus one that is entirely rendered? This kind of slippage, clipping, blurring
that seems to steer into abstraction and ascend reality is something I find troublesome pertaining to the now and the
future of technology. It is also why I am inclined to use media through an evolutionary psychological standpoint that
attempts to explain mental traits like perception and hard-wired attributes passed through our common animal
descendants.

Still Face Experiment
The “Still Face” experiment 23 by Dr. Edward Tronick from the Child Development Unit at Harvard University
is a well-known experiment uploaded on Youtube in 2009 that has over ten million views and is a video I revisit while
thinking about images. The experiment shows what happens to a baby when the mother is at first responsive to his or
her actions and suddenly disengages by creating a “still face.” This still face causes the baby to become frustrated and
emotionally agitated. The experiment begins with the mother connecting with her baby using expressive gestures and
mimicking the child’s movements. This two-way conversation is what is established for the baby as being normal. The
mother is then asked to turn around and return unresponsively with a blank expression as if frozen in time like being an
image. The moment the mom made a still face, or became an image, is when the baby could not comprehend what was
happening. Dr. Tronick goes on to say that as we become used to normal two-way engagement through our interactions,
breaking this can cause confusion and restlessness especially when there is no reparation to what has been established
early on as normal. Here I wonder if we have been conditioned from an early age to disconnect from others, human or
nonhuman, who do not engage in our actions, but are in fact images? If so, what are the implications to repeated neglect
from images? Can it escalate to violence or perhaps lead to the fear of the other? Another hypothesis I have found
involves thinking of the baby as an allegory to Capitalist strategies attempting to grab our attention in order to survive.
However, no longer falling for its tricks, I think of myself as pulling a “still face” and watching the illusion crumble or
squirm into liquidation.
This idea of bringing an image or moving image into public space as a type of social experiment and
documenting how others react is something artists like Signe Pierce and Yolanda Dominguez have captured in their
thought-provoking performance work American Reflexxx, 2015 24 and Poses, 2011. 25 Both feminist artists work with
reality to draw attention to the problematization of everyday idealized images creating social constructs for women and
the effects of becoming unresponsive images in the real world.
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Conclusion
I am expected to write a conclusion that I have no conclusion for. To do so would be forceful and quite frankly,
I have run out of time. This document is open to its ending and is not intended to have a closing. I view this essay as a
beginning to something big, and will continue to follow this instinct with great charge. I will end with a conversation I
had earlier this year with media literacy champion Renee Hobbs who teaches Communication Studies at the University
of Rhode Island.
Zoom video chat—
S: I wish I had studied media literacy sooner.
R: I got a classroom full of undergrads who all want to be YouTubers when they grow up. And some of them already
are social media influencers with thousands and thousands of followers. Identity is deeply connected to mass media and
digital culture. Welcome to the club! We need you. We need you very badly. So you couldn’t have come at a better time.
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